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‘Thece minutes ago, things were good! Me and 
ny friends, Quint, June, and Disk, were good! 
‘We were mid-road trip and celebrating 6 
‘hard-won viciory at Aqua Clty water pack. We 
hhad defeated the monater Hlangus, survived 
‘Thrul's skeleton army, and essaped with 
Drooler, Drooler, the odd-looking litle cesture 
who secretes the strange liquid Ukra Slime. 
‘Aud that strange Liquid is, maybe, the key to 
defeating Thrull once ard forall. 
‘Yep, three minutes ago was a Kodak 
moment .« 


1m pumping as nto my Boomkat. 
June's telinge there's no time, 

‘And Tknow there’sno time. 

know that the Mallusk—an enormous 
ccentipede monster earrylng the 
Millenium Super Mall ox its back—is 
Dacrling toward us 

Max, Twish f could go back to three Batthen ceme the rumbling, ikea 
sahabatg ‘hunderstorm giving birth to an earthquake, 


‘The world started shaking. My insides started 
guivering, 

Because we suit 

“The Mallasky’ June gasped. “I's back.” 

“Which moans we gotia get back to driving,” 
Diskeesié. “And FAST.” 

Soright now, my frierds are in their 
Bowealacts, ougines running. Buta ot 
pamping ps. 

Actually, wait, no, Tonly Zook Like T'm 
pumping gas, 'm actually just standing at the 
pump, inalalf trance, staring t my hand. Not 
ny normal hand. 


The Cosme Hand is the sucker coversd 
monstententacle glove that i forever wrapped 
around ny wrist andhand. Withoatit,Leas't 
wield my baseball blade, the Louisville sLicer. 
Andis the Louisville tier that contains the 
poworte command and cantecl zombies, 

mstaringat the Cormic Hand now—becanse 
‘m realiningithass changed, Itloaks mote, 1 
dunno, subscanctad, And ie feels diferent 

‘And Ithiak I now what caused this 
change 

Backat Aqua City, 1did something hase. 
| controlled a zombie wizhour the Loutsville 
‘Slicer, Tor the firat time ever, T controlled 
sombsio with my mung 


Cd) 
We 


‘What was I chénding? Where did che ideato 
‘even attempt to contzol zombies with ny mind 
cone front 

‘he Louisville Slicer contains the power 
control zombies, yes, bat it works in a ery 
specific way. I say te stut I want the comes 
to do, and then swing the bat and the zombics 
do the stuf 

‘But is NOT “shut my eyesand think real 
dhazd with my mind and then tallte zombies 
veth my mind” tlepathytype mind thing 

Thatiteven aecurred to me to try using my 
nd is just. wird ede ike iting om the 
couch playing Mario, pounding the controler, 
san then thinking, “Hey now wivat? Forget 
‘he controle just control Mario WITH MY 
MIN 

Dut thats what aid, 

‘And itworked.Tcontrlled a ombie with my 
mind. 

‘And I Aavoto tll my fonda, “Guys I int 
tell you! Back atthe weter pack, used, ike, 
BRAIN FOWERSto— 

"DUDE" Disk thonts. “DO YOU Siz THAT 
MALLUSK?? WE HAVE TO GO.NOW'T 

“Battin is 


“Tm trying to tell you samething, guys!" 
‘shout. “Something HIG 

“Not higgn than that!” Dirkbarks, hooking a 
‘Orem atthe Maltese. 
“Dekatable!” I shout. “Digger in stze—vell, 
‘du, of course the Mallusk is bigger. But bigger 
nterms of, lke, impact, On ui, Tm not surs—" 

“Jack, there is quite literally nothing that wil 
‘have a bigger impact on us than that thing... 
‘when it impact... ON UE!" Quint shoats, 

Meads uo!” 

nacrows, shocking us onto @ small-town male 
‘street. Dirk and June blast forward while Quint 
‘and Tlvep pace, side by side. We epeod down 
‘Post spocalypticetraets, engines churning, 
‘keeping us just ahead of the charging Malluak, 

“Quint! T shou. "We need to talkabout what 
‘id baekatthe watee park! Itwas—" 

“Incredible!” Quint exclaims, 

‘Timow! Thank you! Tmean, Foontrelid Alfrod 
sty thinking about it! Dodo, em Jean Grey? 

"Wo, frtend, not that. Lock!” Quint says, 
ufuing one hand from the wheel and polnting at 
Dirt, directly ahead of us, 

Dirkés sword ie slung over his back—axd 
clinging to the swords hilt Droole. Tiny 
Acoplets of Ultra Sline fy off the monster. 


ine cries asthe wide evens 


“Forget Drooler" Lexsiaim. “How are yan nat 
Antorested in the worldaltering stuff hat” 

“Tarr interostd, Jack! Tam incredibly 
Antocested in the world-altering stuff that 
Devoler is doing.” 

“Just then, Dink pwerves to avoid a toppling 
streetlight His Karthangs ino mine, and then 
Io's speeding alongbosido us. 


“pier” Quint exclaims. ‘ve had che most 
Sneredible realization!” 

‘Me to" Dik saps. “I'VE REALIZED 
YOU TWO"TALK WAY'T00 MUCK DURING 
[SPEEDING GETAWAYS: FOCUS ON STAYING 
[ALIVE AND KEK? YOUE MOUTH! 

“Closed!” Quint says. “A closed cireuit 
Combined, that's what Droolar and your word 
form, That's wy he hags the hilt ike that! 
‘Look! The UlteaSlime seeps from Drocler, 
tickles down the sword, then flows back up into 
[Bmmolae for reshsarptin! Like electricity! Or 
covaportion!™ 


The Drosler + Swerd Utiva-Slime Cycle 


Dinleginnces back at Oracler, aver to Quint, then 
back at Drool. Then— 

“WHY DOBS THIS MATTER RIGHT NOW?" Dick 
shouts 

“Because sciettfically—" 

“TM GONNA HAV#'TO SEPARATE YOU THREE 
IFYOU DON'T STOP TALKING! Jane shoat 
‘throwing usa hard look over her shonldor. "Now, 
LISTEN, See thot highway or-ramp up ahced? If we 
‘ean get to that, we mg escape che Mallusk and we 
might uct dio today!” 

[aqui Jan's right—tho locping ramp will earry 
sus oat ofthe Mallush’s path, 

And that means... we'll survive! 

And that also meass, .,TIUbe able to finish one 
complete hougha vthonn betng interrupted by & 
lesson om “the seionce of Ultra-Sime"t 

I smile, Oro day, this will all be distant 
‘memory. A blip onthe radar. A fan atoey wo'l tell 
‘our cobot grandkids , 

‘And then, in an inet all falls apart. 

Exhaust erupts ahead of me: Jane's BoomKart, 
belching amoks, Then Quint's and Disk's Boom. 
‘arta begin auddering and shaking, Thea my ow, 
engine rates. 

{lance down atthe dash gas tank is empty. 

“Well, thisis unfortunate timing...” Quint says. 


‘The street sways and buckles, Pavement 
splits, Stores crumble Strvetlampe fall feel. 
the sharp sting af eonerete peting me like s 
rubble rain shower, 


‘The Mallasl’ shadow falls vor us 


\ 
{moments wel ke guested up by this monster 
\ |. fretetetrain 


a 
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1 gpl lee eek oy fidonde—ite 
Aronia to se anything but the lon 

af needle hie that cover the Mall's 
massive pincer leg yt call oto thea, bat 
the stan open ay month, the ai riaped 
fro my lnge 3s ke nde tornado. 

Tfaistiyhene Alfvd groaning. aqui buck, 
Justas et yond from the Boomkat and 
pled into the alli store eos bythe 
Fapld movement ofthe Mallas’sep.Ghirm and 
Lefty ace salched next disappearing the 
pounding pincer 

Then 
SNAP! 

1 seat bok pops ae led from the 
omar im aaddenly te an astronas, sen 
Jn pace only don have on of tone nate 
contetering met the slp. Thee cero, 
tetnringhappeningher. 

ting cher of gh, high ahow me ates 
any oe. Ireaice Pia beingharled toward itwith 
‘he Maa very pl 

{hss probably nae not be vat, blak 
1 propelled toward a pulsing le stad 
toe rougnly the width of rings ean The 
‘neni extin Increase = 


ting mavernent 


FA-FOOHHY 
Trshoe trough the oe, ockted out ofthe 
wort Malls es nd pincer>—and rocketed 
Ietosomething tat ook ee i ime LO 
Bigger arn open tthe go dee ing the wey 
the eibrine ne motel aiming pec doe, 
Tout upward, rough the ll, 


Tmanage to twiet in the green goo, rciding 
crunched up, mangled gus pump—probably 

‘devoured moments ear.er by the Mallus&, an 
‘unleaded afternoon snack. Then, finaly, one 

last violent pash and— 
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"Disk, Tstact1'm suddenly feeling 
siekand ithas nothing re do with dhe gallon 
of goo L swallowed. "Where's Drocler2™ 

Dir chin trembles ne he looks at me 
"1... Tdan't know. We got seperated back 
there.” 

‘That's when Trealize Drooler suit the only 
smiseing member of our ite adventure crew: 
ry Zombie Squad isnt here, either. But see 
the aching, aval loak on Disk'eface—and I 
ecie not to aay anything. Alfred, Lefty, and 
Glurm are, know, endeud—they could get 
pled throagh a dozen Mallusks and be OR. 
‘They'llturn up. But Drocley? Tm not so sare. 

“Thold on to Drooler as tight a Leould, and 
that really tight,” Dek says “But my ewoed 
got pulled anay, so then he got palled away, 
fandaow... Whece ish!" 

‘Tmworzied Dirk is going to go into full-on 
reftdaw mode, anti he ads, “Twill 
personally punch everg dumb pincer on this 
thing until get Drool back!” 

‘That sound more ike the Disk we bxow 
and eve 

“Droolee must be somewhere,” june says. 

(Quint node. “Wel find him.” 


wipe moce goo from my eyos—and ace we're 
‘na dimly i, cavernous chamber, Junkchums 
‘around us like we're ina garbage jacuzzi. A 
‘mailbor bobs past us, followed by hattered stop 
vigne and deflated pool Hoste. 

"Think we were sucked up into the Mallsk’y 
gastrointestinal tract," Quintexplainsas he 


paddles toward me. “Or some variation thereat.” 


“Lovely... June says, flicking fleshy gunk 
‘wad offbee shoulder 
"Which means 


nore ie tho uprooted 
sandersde ofthe Miflenniurs Super Mall," 
(Quint says, potnting to the cracked concrete 
and jagged pipes that cover the ceiling. “Tae 
‘Malhut’'s exorkeleton sat have Faxed with—* 


YEE-ARRRNK! 


‘A monsteous bellow suddenly echoes through 
‘the chamber. “Watch out! June cries, 

‘She rels inthe go as lang, thick hose 
suddenly buts ont ofthe darkness! 

“Whoa! Hote thing!” Icey, thea 


SPLOOSH! 
“The bese he pon To mort 
My ends and ae ed oper, 
ners bobbln nth one poearoad in 


Jast then, ¢ voice— 

“PSSST. This way? 

‘Asmall monscer as just appeared in 8 
nearby drag. | aimest think | recognize the 
ceseature, but Least quite place it, The mance 
bochono us, then disappears teough the doae 
tow a glance back atthe armored monsters 
then we all fellow, 

Weturn the comer, into a dark hallway, and 
June lets out xshriok, And thats when T realize 
‘who hia monsters. 


Jane and Johnny Steve met ot in the wilds, 
after she got separated from the rest of us The 
ppairembarked on thete own adventareleading 
swingloss baby Winged Wretch named Neon to 
safety, (Winged Weatchee are urually evil-but 
‘Neon wae good. Just goer to show: des alge a 
‘creature by ts species!) 

“Taide'tknow if ever see you again!“June 
segs, overjoyed. She's swinging Johnny Stove 
scound, hugging him tight old friends together 
gui. 

_Jliany Steve is beanting. “Iwas on the 
‘Mallusk's bow, sharpening my walking sword, 
‘when spotted you four. So hurried down here 
tbe the very iret to greet you!” 

“Hey, Cermen Sandiego,’ Teap, giving his 
troach coat alittle tug. “Cool aew elothes.” 

Oh, yes" Johnny Stove says, ad his eyes dart 
from side to side. “You see, rar a spy n0W- 

“Hey! The catching-ap can wait” Dirk says. 
Tle turns to Johnny Stev. “Da you know where 
Drocler is?" 

“What's Droolor” Johnny Steve asks. 

“ou mean who is Drooler" Disk ays. “The 
answers: only my favorite creature in the 
entire universe’ 


a 


™ 


‘And;" Tsay, *ifwe want eal shot defeating 
‘Trl and destroying the Tower, we need him.” 
“also we need him, like, emotionally” Dirk 

adds. "And he needs me.” 

Jno kneels down to explain, ‘Dirk ant 
Drooler were seperated during that whole 
‘petting run over, fying through goo! proces.” 

‘hnny Steve files with the collar of his 
trench coat for s moment, thinking “In that 
cee," he ays, *Deooler will hve been picked. 
tp by the Tratlanouts by now--end given tothe 
Juakers for delivery” 

‘So sats wnat those elephanttromclihe 
things are called: Trawlsnonts. And the armored 
dudes are Junkers. 

“Whaddya mean delivery?" Disklocke ready 
to fight some Trawlsaouts, some Junkers, and 
anything else throwa at him, “Delivery to whot™ 

“the Grand Protector, of course!” jchmny 
‘Steve says, like it'the sllest question anyone's 
lover ated, “Enerything goat tothe Grand 
Protector. And ence the Grand Protector gots 
his claws on scmethingt he Tikes, he dees nat 
letyp. Pm ara, aman pals, that thore fs m0 
possibility of getting Drooler back.” 


chapter three 


Disks not satisfied with Johuay Steve's answer 
‘not atall. johnny Steve begins leading as 
‘hrongh the maze-tike depths ofthe mall, 
toward the Grand Protsetor, and hopefually—to 
Drocler. 

“"Sohowldyou ind up on board this thing?™ 
June asks, “I wanna hear seryihing 

“Johang Steve beams. “Gh, sta mast 
fnscinating tale. 7 


ag 
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“And that," Johnny Steve x4, witha mournful 
sigh, “Ishow Lleamed itis a mistake to store 
‘one collection af spectaces in the samme bine 
_as on collection of rouvenie megs” 

“Does the Mallusk pickup evergthiag in its 
wag?” Quint asks. 

“Nearly everything, yes Johnny Steve 
replies, “The Mallusk seme to choose is path 
byysomehow sensing where thers are creates 
Jn moed. So somo on board axe woary, injured, 
‘orhunted ,.. while others just happen tobe in 
the eight place atthe eight the, Like ust” 

“Right place, right time,” Disk sags. “high.” 

“Hey, wait" June suddenly exclaims. “Where's 
‘Neon? Pm gona give hisn so many sriteher? 

Johnny Steve goea quiet and ahifts 
uncomfortably He tucks his walking sword. 
‘unix his tencicoat, ooking fr any way to 
‘avoid June's gare. 

‘Johnny iteve.. 2 june says. Her votes is 
hoary now. Tell mo whore Noon i." 

Johnny Steve swallows, Then, Binal, he 
says, "Well, uh... ecm exploded. Just 
[ECOM. Me burst. Erupted, Likea water 
‘atloon” 

“WHATE?" June shriek, 


“These you gaged be ORY Fang. “C'mon, join 
up" And ith aawing of the Slicot, Tewoop 
them into a group, high ving each anc as they 
{ll inline bekiad us, 

Dirkswalking faster now. Lean see 
thim losing patience, ‘Sa wha's this ‘Grand 
Protector’ he asks, “What doT need 10 
Jenow?" I figure he's working oma strategy 
fur Drooler's rescue, and, pertaps, Grand 
rowetor punching. 

“Auntie Anne!” Quint exclaims 

“Wait, the Grand Protector Auntie Anne?" 
Task. “The pretael queen?" 

“Wot Tsmelf Auntie Anne's pretzel!” Quint 
says, “Nearby.” 


‘eaten in ay too Tong. 

Ina flash, we're racing dows the last 
‘corridor, gid atthe hougit of innamon 
‘pretzel knots Jhnay Steve pushes open a 
easy door and we'te besked in « benntiful 
Ervocwacent owe. We gasp 

tis... 

The Millennium Super Mall, 


st 
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Dic just asked the big question: the exact 
thing was thinking, Four levels of monsters... 
‘They canitall be tetendltes. 

“Most everyone aboard is peaceful,” replies 
Johnny Steve, “Mallu City is « haven of sorts. 
A place for crextures who do net wish to invelve 
themselves with events in this dimension or the 
larger war against Reith.” 

“Do not wish to ineolve themselves?" Quint 
repeats 

"TL dids’t know not getting involved in the war 
was an option. I glance atiny fiends, ‘Did yout 
guys know rot getting involved inthe war was an 
option?” 

“iemembor wen you blowup Three hig 
oiach too, Jack?” Dick says. “That'whon it 
topped b 

* Walt" Jane says. "What do you mean when 
‘you tay mast everyone aa hece is peaceful” 

"Sometimes. .” Johnny Steve says 
pstarionuly, “among the soonte of giant 
cookies, Orange Julinses, and decp fried" 

‘Quint mona, “You're making mo hungeier” 

“Sometimes” Johnny Sieve continues, “among 
‘hose seents, I smelled. suspect Iknow which 
creature is emanating the smell, though Thave 


an option.” 


n 


‘As we continne through the mall, can see 
Jone thinking, Wheels tarning “Johnny Steve 
she saye finally. “Ave you sure these monsters 
wan't join the Fight against Thewll2” 

“Ufiv nck on thir Mallosk, i not thei 
problem," saps Johnny Stews 

‘And it sooms Hike be rght These creatures 
do behave differently from the monsters we've 
ret befor, Alambering beast nearly rushes 
‘vo, «echo of make like creatucosolither 
Detour my sneakers, and plenty of monsters 
look just as bratich ax the ones at Chas and 
Slammers but not one of them threatens us, 

‘The monstera that Jook toughest seem be 
relaxing hardest. And the athers are being 
Dally industrious, 

ue thing i for sures none ofthem axe 
‘preparing for an epic battle tosave the 
dimension. 

“Uf hese monsters wont fight, thea we've got 
to move on, June says, “We need to be bulling 
‘sn alliance to best Thrull and getting tothe 
‘Tower, not waielung monster rock concats 
Lets finda way out of here” 

“After we get our BoomKarts," Quint says. 

“and Droolee," Diskadds, 


“and the rear undereen,” Lemind them all, 
Asthe corridor widens, we enter a huge 
central square overflowing with activity 


Pinan ® 


“Ooh, lok! Old Navy!" Tsuy. “Tworder what 
the monaters turned that into.” 

“Honrd shorts shonts the reptilian creature 
outside the Old Navy. “Get yoar two for-one 
boned shorts!" 

“Just O14 Navy still” Quint says 

“ATITTH" Jan saddenly soroame—a dhrieleso 
PloreingT'm surprised it dosen't chatter every 
nearby atorefeont window. Tepin, reaching for 
tho Louisville Slicor, but inatond of dangee,T 
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"The Victory Geyser?" Task, clueless 

“Yeah” Jane says. “Ie'show they ued to 
ssnnounce the Late Teen Ster magazine Artistof 
(he Your voted forthe Rig Haircut feurhandred 
“and ninoty-saven times one year Then my parents 
{get alettor in tho mail saying Late Teen Star 
sagasine decked to imait voting to one vote per 
household” 

Tehrug. “What a bammer. [guess?* 

[June points excitedly, “And yon see that 
big eannon-thing atthe top? Rach year, the 
Millenniuin Super Mall hosted the award chow. 
Rrery thoasend votes equaled one ballot ball 
‘They damped all the ballot balls in, ive, on ait, 
Once all tho votes wore in... BOOM! Hacvey 
Cool Hair announced the winner and that geyser 
ised off huge Silly Steing blast.” 

“twa trefly dengezons,” Quint says, es we start 
own the next corridor, “They nearly had to cancel 
{he aovardsaltogetecaftera wayward lly String 
Dlastalmost brought down ibe Goodyear lly 

“Tews rigged” June saya. "n far election 

“arr 

‘We all shut up and stare at Dirk. "Tgett— 
Aus place ts weird and whatever. But no more 
‘iy-dallying . we need to get back Drooler* 


“Wel, this makes my jo easy,” Smad saps 
“Bocuse the Grand Protector wants 1 se 

you... NOW" Then Smmnd glancar ata clock-an 
' mall directory “Wit, wait sory. Not NOW, A 
litle bit From now: Ie Loot Day—and the Gifting 
ofthe Loot is about to begin.” 

Quint looks over “Loot Day? 

June frowns, “Gifting ofthe Loot?” 

‘Suddenly, a voice booms over the mal’ public 
ede systonthose speakers that aze usaally 
exnouncing something like, “The mall willbe 
closing in ten minates. Henze mate your final 
purchases” And Uuen everyane starts hureying 
bout, because even though you know it probably 
‘wor'thappen, there's this little thing fn the back 
‘ofyour brain like, “Oh man, whatifT don’t make 
{toutia tme? WilLTbe tapped inthe mall? 
‘cant be trappeiin the mall!" But also you 
secredy totally want to be trapped In the mall 

‘But what we hear over the PA system 20W Ls: 
“ATTENTION, CITIZENS! The treasures thatthe 
Grand Protectorhas discovered for you... will 
be distebated” 

1's uke a switch has beon flipped. All around 
us, monsters are hurrying to get a spot beneath 
the Food Court, tuming it nto a jam-packed 
mosh pt, 
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“Whoa, say, glancing around. Monsters 
are amasting across the entire Ficrtlevel ofthe 
small, “Those guys love Loot Day, hah?” 
‘Alush falls over the crowd, A figure is 
stapping tothe Food Court railing 
‘And when we ose who that figure is, well, 
those’ really only oxe resction we ena, 


Bari 


“Hie Snark." June growl, 
“Oh, you knoe Evie?" Johnny Steve asks 
“Well, thats nice. Friends, reunited!” 
“Evie Snark is not our friend,” Lang. Shee the 
worst, and she's out of her mind. She stole the 


